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with	 the	 lives	 of	 his	 people	 and	 the	 Presbyterian	 platitudes	 of	 the	
twentieth-century	 parish	minister	 reflects	Mackay	 Brown’s	 journey	
from	‘the	pale	watery	Calvinism’	of	his	upbringing	to	his	embracing	
of	 Catholicism	 at	 the	 age	 of	 40.	 Ron	 Ferguson,	 the	 author	 of	The 
Wound and the Gift,	 a	 study	 of	 George	Mackay	 Brown’s	 spiritual	
journey,	 suggests	 that	 Brown	 was	 comparing	 uncritically	 the	 best	
of	 Catholicism	 with	 the	 worse	 of	 Presbyterianism.	 Nevertheless,	
Ferguson	 sympathises	 with	 the	 qualities	 in	 Catholic	 practice	 that	



















spur	 to	 the	 reader	 to	move	outside	 the	narrower	world	of	 the	well-
publicised	 best	 seller).	 Ferguson	 gets	 people	 to	 talk,	 and	 often	 at	





poetry,	 novels	 and,	 yes,	 journalism	 too,	 the	 result	 is	 a	 compelling	
introduction	 to	 the	Orcadian	writer’s	output.	Quotations	are	artfully	
placed	in	that	part	of	the	narrative	which	illuminates	both	the	context	
and	 the	works	 themselves:	 these	are	not	mere	snippets	but	are	 long	
enough	to	dwell	in.
Ron	Ferguson	has	already	done	a	great	service	to	Scottish	culture	
with	 his	 biographies	 of	 modern	 saints:	 George	 MacLeod,	 Father	
Roland	Walls,	 and	 Geoff	 Shaw.	 Given	 that	 they	 were	 pioneers	 in	
the	 church,	 it	 is	 inevitable	 that	matters	 of	 the	 spirit	would	 feature.	
However,	 even	 in	 his	 treatment	 of	 these,	 Ferguson	 had	 redefined	
the	 meaning	 of	 spirituality,	 and,	 in	 now	 widening	 the	 net	 beyond	
church	and	 society	 to	 the	nation’s	 literary	 life,	he	gives	 an	account	
of	 a	 spiritual	 journey	 that	 is	 far	more	 than	his	 subject’s	 conversion	
from	Protestantism	to	Catholicism.	As	in	the	case	of	MacLeod	et	al.,	
Ferguson	 does	 not	 narrate	 so	much	 as	 interrogate,	 and	 in	 so	 doing	
can	work	 down	 into	 people’s	motivations	 and	 character:	 the	 faults	
page 81
which	 make	 them	 great	 as	 well	 as	 the	 qualities.	 The	 musicologist	
Victor	 Zuckerkandl,	 in	 seeking	 the	 essence	 of	music	 (and	we	may	
extend	this	to	poetry	and	other	artistic	media),	rejects	the	division	of	







the	world’s	 depth.	 In	Ferguson’s	 probing	 narrative,	 the	 customarily	
weak	and	limited	interpretation	of	the	spiritual	is	rescued	and	recast.
As	 part	 of	 the	 interrogation,	 Ferguson	 explores	 the	 relationship	
of	the	‘woundedness’	of	this	artist	with	the	gift	that	enabled	Mackay	
Brown,	 as	 one	 interviewee	 puts	 it,	 to	 enlarge	 our	 sense	 of	 what	 a	















Some	 might	 be	 discomfited	 by	 such	 journalistic	 keep-you-reading	
devices	 as	 characterising	 Presbyterian	 denominations	 according	 to	
brands	of	coffee,	or	wish	for	a	more	nuanced	explanation	of	Christian	







from	all	who	are	willing	 to	engage	with	 it	at	many	different	 levels.	
We	talk	today	of	the	need	for	‘fresh	expressions’,	casting	church	and	
faith	in	different	shapes	to	capture	the	attention	of	those	who	do	not	
recognise	 themselves	 in	 the	 traditional	 structures.	 This	 book	 is	 in	
itself	a	fresh	expression,	in	old-fashioned	terms	an	act	of	missionary	




Speaking Christian: Recovering the Lost Meaning 
of Christian Words, Marcus J. Borg, London: SPCK 
Publishing, 2011, pp. 248, ISBN 978-0281065080. £9.99
If	one	accepts	first	of	all	a	Christian	theological	spectrum	that	ranges	




theology	 justice.	As	 this	 book	demonstrates,	 he	 is	 deeply	 rooted	 in	
Christian	tradition	and	speaks	very	much	to	the	mainstream	churches.	
Nevertheless,	anyone	picking	up	Borg	should	be	aware	of	the	themes	
which	 have	 characterised	 his	 more	 academic	 work,	 among	 them	
the	 humanity,	 and	 not	 divinity,	 of	 ‘the	 pre-Easter	 Jesus’	 (90);	 the	
metaphorical,	and	not	literal,	nature	of	the	resurrection;	and	a	vision	




and	 rightly	 so.	 In	 a	 world	 where	 Christian	 bookshops	 are	 replete	
with	popular	theology	of	a	conservative	bent,	Borg	offers	here	a	rare	
liberal	version	of	the	same.	Speaking Christian	is	highly	suitable	for	
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